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The federal government has come under strong criticism for its decision not to assume control of the
investigation of hundreds of murders of women in Ciudad Juarez, Chihuahua state, during the past
10 years. Authorities have documented 232 deaths since 1993, but some human rights activists and
nongovernmental organizations say at least 300 young women have been killed in the past decade.
In most cases, the victims were employees of maquiladora factories, store clerks, and middle- and
secondary-school students.
The murders of women are the most evident sign of a surge in violent crime in Ciudad Juarez in
recent years. The violence is blamed on the drug trade and on deteriorating economic conditions,
which is most evident in the downturn in the maquiladora industry (see SourceMex, 2002-09-11).
State, local investigations fail to yield results The Procuraduria de Chihuahua and Juarez lawenforcement agencies had been in charge of the investigations, with assistance from lawenforcement officials from the federal government, the US FBI, and the El Paso, Texas, police
department.
But state and local authorities have failed to make much headway in the investigations of the past
10 years. Authorities have been so incompetent that at times they fabricated evidence and used
torture to coerce confessions from a handful of bus drivers, said some local attorneys and other
investigators.
"There is not a shred of physical evidence linking these men to the killings," said a Chihuahua state
official who was leading the forensic investigation. He made the statements shortly after resigning
from the case. The lack of progress in the investigations led human rights organizations and federal
legislators to ask the Procuraduria General de la Republica (PGR) to assume full control of the case.
After an extended review, the PGR determined there was insufficient evidence of a criminal
conspiracy under the Ley Federal de la Delincuencia to warrant a transfer of the investigation to
federal authorities.
Ironically, the PGR's decision to remain at the margins of the case is based on the inability of
Chihuahua state officials to prove that a gang of criminals and bus drivers were responsible for at
least 30 of the murders. "The PGR has the legal, political, and ethical obligation to assume control of
this case," said Sen. Dulce Maria Sauri of the former governing Partido Revolucionario Institucional
(PRI).
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Sauri disputed Attorney General Rafael Macedo de la Concha's argument that the case does not
meet the conditions of the Ley Federal de Delincuencia because she said all the deaths had similar
characteristics. In late April, the Senate approved a resolution introduced by Sauri to summon
Macedo to testify before the Senate at the beginning of the next ordinary session on May 21. The
human rights community, including several international organizations, has long criticized federal
authorities for remaining on the sidelines in this case.
"When a problem becomes as large as this one, it is necessary for federal authorities to intervene,"
said Marta Altoaguirre Maldonado, who is the special rapporteur on women's rights for the InterAmerican Commission on Human Rights (IACHR). Altoaguirre made the comments during a
visit to Mexico in February 2002. The issue was also broached by Mary Robinson, then UN High
Commissioner for Human Rights, during a visit to Mexico in July 2002 (see SourceMex, 2002-07-10).

A "national shame"
More recently, the government-affiliated Comision Nacional de Derechos Humanos (CNDH)
condemned the government's decision not to take control of the investigation. CNDH director Jose
Luis Soberanes called the murders a "national shame," which requires attention from all levels of
government. "This has become an urgent national issue," said Soberanes. By statute, the CNDH
cannot officially take a greater role in the case unless the PGR assumes control of the investigations.
President Vicente Fox, who has given his Cabinet members a strong measure of independence, has
declined to order Macedo to take control of the investigation. The president, however, promised to
continue providing assistance in the case. "My government pledges to place all its resources at the
full disposal of the government of Chihuahua to find prompt solutions to this problem," said Fox, in
response to Soberanes' pleas.
Representatives for the Comision Mexicana de Defensa y Promocion de los Derechos Humanos
(CMDPDH) and Milenio Femenista accused both major parties, the PRI and Fox's center-right
Partido Accion Nacional (PAN), of failing to find the political will to solve the murders, especially
at the state level. "The administrations of former Gov. Francisco Barrio and current Gov. Patricio
Martinez have both failed to act decisively," said Milenio Femenista representative Claudia Cruz.
Some critics say government intervention is necessary because the murders have not been confined
to Juarez and northern Chihuahua but have also occurred in other Mexican communities bordering
the US. Deputy Petra Santos, a member of the center-left Partido de la Revolucion Democratica
(PRD), said 22 cases of deaths of women in northern Sonora and northern Coahuila states remain
unresolved since 2000. Just like in Chihuahua, the bodies have been found abandoned in the desert,
landfills, and other remote locations.
"This situation should put society and the government on alert," said Santos. He said the bodies
were found near the Sonora communities of San Luis Rio Colorado, Guaymas, Nogales, and Ciudad
Obregon, and in Agua Prieta, Coahuila state. (Sources: The Washington Post, 02/12/02; Spanish
news service EFE, 04/03/03; Associated Press, 03/25/03, 04/03/03, 04/09/03; Agencia de noticias
Proceso, 04/15/03; CNI en Linea, 04/07/03, 04/22/03; El Sol de Mexico, 04/07/03, 04/22/03, 04/24/03;
The Dallas Morning News, 04/26/03; Milenio Diario, 04/04/03, 04/08/03, 04/10/03, 04/23/03, 04/28/03;
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La Jornada, 04/07- 09/03, 04/28/03; La Cronica de Hoy, 02/13/03, 04/16/03, 04/17/03, 04/22/03, 04/28/03;
Notimex, 04/03/03, 04/06/03, 04/07/03, 04/08/03, 04/29/03; Reforma, 04/04/03, 04/08/03, 04/09/03,
04/29/03; El Universal, 02/13/03, 04/07-09/03, 04/30/03; El Diario de Juarez, 04/30/03)
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